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The Representation of Mental Illness in the Movie “Ma” 
(An Application of Jung’s Psychoanalysis) 
 
Sarni F1, Maurifuddin2, Eva Solina Gultom3 




Ma is a 2019 Psychological Horror movie that was directed by Tate Taylor and produced by 
Universal Pictures which was released in 2019. This study focuses on the main character. 
The objective of the study is to explain the representation of Carl Gustav Jung’s 
Psychoanalysis in the movie Ma. The data used descriptive qualitative method. Carl Gustav 
Jung’s Psychoanalysis was used as a tool of analysis to explain the findings. The result in this 
study are concerns to Ma’s personality upbringing, she utilizes her persona to mislead the 
teenagers on fulfilling her desires to get her revenge to her old friends. Sue Ann shadow 
gets her into a dark place in her life. She tortured the teenagers and killed Ben and 
Mercedes without acknowledging her bad behavior. She does not show empathy to her 
victims. 
Keywords:  jung, ma, mental illness, movie, psychoanalysis 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Humans are a complex creature. Sometimes it is hard to understand them. They act 
certain ways and think certain things. The complexity of human can be seen in their 
psychology which confirms as the science of humans’ behavior and mind. In some 
aspects of life, human psychology would be something difficult compared to the 
complexities of the brain. Psychology is a diverse branch that enclose human thought, 
feelings, behavior as well as conscious and unconscious. Psychology is applied to an 
individual to understand issues that impact health, daily life, and well-being. The 
research demonstrated psychology as a science because of the involvement of mental 
events, one of which is Psychoanalysis. 
Psychoanalysis originally explained as a set of psychological theory that aims to treat 
mental illness and study about the unconscious (Polmear, 2011). This theory was first 
found by Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud and later in the century Psychoanalysis 
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was widely developed by other psychiatric, one of them was Carl Gustav Jung. As to 
Jung’s understanding it is a mythical experience that includes all inclusive human 
experiences. 
Psychoanalysis kept growing and developed, psychiatrics now believe that 
psychoanalysis has established itself as a fundamental disciplined in psychology field 
which embrace not only psychoanalysis itself but also numbers of forms that indicate 
psychoanalytically oriented psychotherapy and related forms of therapy using 
psychodynamic concepts (Sadock and Sadock, 2007). 
Carl Gustav Jung, a Swiss psychologist started his whole concept of psychology after 
he worked for Sigmund Freud for 5 years. The one theory that Jung established to 
support his theory of psychology is Psychopathology which essentially he located it 
as being a variant of the abnormal development of the archetype, according to 
psychiatrist diseases are disorders of normal processes, and never an entity by itself 
with a standalone Psychology (Jung, 1935).  
Psychopathology in general explains that rational thinking is normal and irrational 
thinking is abnormal. The abnormal thinking it’s a result of faulty mental processes 
and behavior. As Badenoch (2011) states, 
“Our mind can become fragmented along different kinds of fault lines when 
painful or frightened experiences are not met repairing attunement and care. 
These shards of experiences remain separate from the flow of integrating 
energy and information in the brain, and because they are so disconnected 
from possibly mediating input, they are easily triggered by internal or 
external reminder.”(p.48) 
 
In scientific term Psychopathology is the study of mental illness that includes 
understanding background of an individual. Psychopathology presents the concept of 
psychological functioning diseases and also explains that mental illness is caused by 
psychological factors (Jasper 1963). In term of psychopathology mental illness are 
labeled by symptoms and are classified into categories of developmental, anxiety, 
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cognitive, mood, eating, sleeping, substance, psychotic, somatoform[1] and 
personality disorders.In scientific term Psychopathology is the study of mental illness 
that includes understanding background of an individual. Psychopathology presents 
the concept of psychological functioning diseases and also explains that mental 
illness is caused by psychological factors (Jasper 1963). In term of psychopathology 
mental illness are labeled by symptoms and are classified into categories of 
developmental, anxiety, cognitive, mood, eating, sleeping, substance, psychotic, 
somatoform[2] and personality disorders. 
  
Mental illness is a form of mental diseases that involving changes in behavior. Mental 
illness can be something coming from variety of genetic and environmental factors. A 
lot of people suffer mental illness throughout their process of growing up as an adult 
and it is mostly caused by traumatic experiences such as overwhelmingly negative 
events and violent in nature. They are the ones that have huge impact to the brain as 
those problems alter the brain structure, raise the risk of mental health problem which 
in the future time result in mental illness[3]. One of the very common cases that cause 
mental illness is bullying. 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This research is using descriptive qualitative research concerning the phenomenon of 
the object of the research. Qualitative research is multi method in focus, involving an 
interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject matter. This means that qualitative 
researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them (Denzin and 
Lincoln, 1994). 
 
                                                             
1 A group of psychiatric disorders that caused unexplained psychical symptoms(www.aafp.org) 
2 A group of psychiatric disorders that caused unexplained psychical symptoms(www.aafp.org) 
3 “Trauma types” National Child Traumatic Network, last accessed December 30, 2020 
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1. Carl Gustav Jung’s Psychoanalysis 
Jung viewed psyche as a made of a number of separate elements but interacting the 
system together. To Jung there were four elements that count the most they are ego, 
personal unconscious, collective unconscious and archetype. Jung highlighted the 
significance of those elements in the relation of personality. Jung sees all the four as 
the psyche level in human. 
According to Jung the ego is the center of the field of consciousness. Ego is part of 
personality structure. Jung indicated that people start developing one of the egos 
when they grow up and at various stages of life they start developing more (Jung, 
1931). As children we have simple ego structure but as we are in adolescence our ego 
structure become more complex.  Ego works to separate what is real and what is not 
and helps us on identifying  ourselves, knowing our preferences, and values to be 
born. The two main problems with ego developments are weak ego and individuated 
ego. People that have weak ego do not have strong healthy ego that function to 
themselves and are often having a hard time coping with things and people that are 
struggling with individuated  ego have a hard time making decisions because they 
simply do not know what they want and who they are. 
The concept of personal unconscious for Jung is memories, thoughts, and feelings 
that the minds have but not always ready to be recalled by the consciousness (Jung, 
1933). All the experiences are not disappeared it has stored in personal unconscious. 
The personal unconscious also contains complexes based on the individual’s personal 
experiences. It has centered upon the pattern of memory, emotion, perception, and 
wishes. Jung himself defines personal unconscious as: 
“Everything of which I know, but of which I am not at the moment thinking; 
everything of which I was once conscious but have now forgotten; 
everything perceived by my senses, but not noted by my conscious mind; 
everything which, involuntarily and without paying attention to it, I feel, 
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think, remember, want, and do; all the future things which are taking shape in 
me and will sometime come to consciousness; all this is the content of the 
unconscious… Besides these we must include all more or less intentional 
repressions of painful thought and feelings. I call the sum of these contents 
the ‘personal unconsciousness.” (Jung, 1921) 
 
Collective unconscious of Jung is one of the most important contributions to the 
whole theory of psychology. It showed on his dedication of great extent of collective 
psyche elements and forces, which exercise a powerful effect on the human 
personality. It stretches the biological contents to the spiritual contents. Collective 
unconscious is the knowledge and images every human being has when they born, 
some aspect of collective unconscious come from dreams because it has universal 
meaning and symbols to be interpreted. From a symbolic meaning collective 
unconscious is a belief that humans share certain behavioral disposition. It is 
populated by instinct and archetype. Collective unconscious can be seen in normal 
and abnormal individuals. 
Archetype is the elements which are pre-personal, or transpersonal, and common to 
all. To understand archetype we first have to recall the definition of psyche. 
Archetype cannot be directly observed. The existence of archetype is revealed by the 
arrangements they produce in consciousness through manifestation of symbolic 
imagery. Jung on one of his known statements: 
 “Whenever we speak of [symbolic] contents we move to a world of images 
that point to something ineffable. We do not know how clear or unclear 
these images, metaphors, and concepts are in respect to their transcendental 
objects… [however] there is no doubt that there is something behind these 
images that transcends consciousness and operates in such a way that the 
statements do not vary limitlessly and chaotically… relate to few basics 
principles or archetypes” (Carl Jung 1938) 
It is important to describe that archetype cannot be pointed out to be exact same 
symbols for each individuals rather the archetypes provide structure, not the specific 
form of symbolic image.  
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The four aspects that are important to our psyche are persona, self, anima-animus, 




Persona is the mask of an individual that they show to present certain image to the 
public. It is not the true self of an individual it uses not to fool people but to build 
certain trust within the community to be able to live normal life. Persona becomes 
necessary for other to perceive. How an individual bring its persona to the social life 
matter for the sake of humanity. It is the social role everyone has to play.  
The persona is the side of personality that people show to the world (Feist and Feist, 
2006). Persona according to Jung is the mask people wear to hide their true selves to 
make neat impression and is being used to be accepted in society (Jung, 1953). 
Persona can affect people’s perception about individuals. People judge what they see 
and believe to be somebody’s true Image. It is also a tool to be functional in a social 
life and how we allow other people to see us. In a sense the persona is nothing real, it 
is a compromise between the individual and society as to what a person should appear 
to be. There is no limit for persona you can always change your persona because it is 
not something certain. Some people believe persona is heavily influenced by the ego 
however it is not something you get when you born. The persona is actually part of 
the ego; the part that displays to the world (Singer, 1994). You are the creator of your 
own persona. One of the metaphors we can look at to explain the definition above is 
social media. When you go to Instagram or any other social media and look at some 
pictures that people uploaded, those people who posted pictures about their beautiful 
life they are creating a persona. They want to make people believe that they have 
wonderful life and essentially you fall for the persona. You can create a healthy 
persona by knowing persona is a hundred percent created by you. You can create it in 
conscious way or unconscious way. It is really up to you how you want to bring 
yourself in the society. If a persona is making it difficult for you to adopt in particular 
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aspect it means it is not doing its job properly and you might want to change your 
persona. Persona is not a full extension of yourself it is a tool that can be picked up or 
set down whenever is not useful. 
However in the case of Sue Ann as the main character in the movie “Ma” 
she is trying to portrait herself as a kind middle aged woman that needs sympathy. So 
she can fool her teenage friends into thinking that she is being generous offering 
drink and place, so they would not be caught by anybody because they are underage. 
B. Shadow 
 
Shadow is a moral problem that challenges the whole ego-personality, for no one can 
become conscious of the shadow without considerable moral effort. To become 
conscious of it involves recognizing the dark aspects of the personality as present and 
real. This act is the essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge (Jung 1951). It 
is the concept that Jung describes as something we might reject or express within our 
self that we are not aware of those parts we rejected or preceded. Rather than 
admitting we have something shameless in our self our mind pretends it does not 
exist because as an individual we do not want to be cast out of the society so we try to 
fit in. Shadow being an inferior self-image plays the dark side of our personality 
structure allows us to pretend to society to be a different individual. Shadow is a 
structure psyche consisting of animal instinct that has been inherited from our 
evolution that includes our desire, anger, fear, irrational wishes and immoral urges. 
People who have personality disorder tend to act demented when they are upset.  
 
In the case of Sue Ann, she has problems within herself because of the trauma her 
friends in high school created. She was a nice girl but because of the traumatic event 
that occurred in her past she becomes violent. One thing she does on the movie is 
obviously she was getting controlled by her anger. Shadow is the other part of 
persona. Jung captured shadow as the unconscious because it has not been given a 
light of our consciousness. Shadow participates as a unresolved conflicts and 
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problems in someone’s life. The unresolved problem Sue Ann has makes her stop 
growing mentally and still acts like a teenager. Because of the underdeveloped past 
Sue Ann tries her best to fit into the teenager’s life style. As human our fear of 
abandonment and rejection is greater than authenticity, so we are hiding who we 
really are and push parts of us further into the unconscious.  
CONCLUSION 
  Based on the result from the previous chapters the researcher concluded that 
Sue Ann as the main character in the movie experienced a horrible thing in her past. 
The humiliation she received shaped her into becoming an aggressive and irrational 
individual. She started her mission with joining the teenagers drinking squad.  
  Sue Ann tried to put a mask on herself to hide her true self and fools 
everybody within the group so she could become one of them. Persona is a 
complicated system of behavior that mediated an individual mind. Without persona 
Sue Ann would not be able to be close to the teenagers. By playing a role as a 
considerable old lady that helps the teenager getting drunk she is successfully getting 
to the teenagers heads. 
  Sue Ann intention was clear from the start that she wanted to take revenge 
for what happened to her. Her shadow takes her into a very dark path of her life and 
success killing people for her title of happiness. Sue Ann is failed to recognize her 
shadow and the line of dividing good and evil. She does not show empathy to her 
victims. Her main personality disorders are a psychopath and behavioral disturbance. 
Sue Ann animal instinct takes a huge role in her actions. She completely forget the 
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